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by Leslie Kemp Poole

A

the premiere of the documentary ended and the lights went
up, its filmmakers held their breath and wondered: Would
n Marjorie's Wake accomplish the task they had hoped forto bridge the new Florida with the old, linking the literary musings
of one of the state's most celebrated authors with a true concern
for its vanishing paradise? The audience's enthusiastic applauseand subsequent comments- gave them hope .
"I've always wanted to take that trip" was a common refrain
from the audience. "How do I get there?" was another. And, finally,
"I knew Marjorie and Dessie!"
There was true delight as armchair viewers 'joined" in the hourlong documentary's retracing of a 1933 voyage taken by Pulitzer
Prize-winning author Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings and her woodsy
pal Dessie Smith into the heart of Florida on the St. Johns River.
The two had traveled in Smith's 16-foot wooden boat on a nineday trip meant as adventure for Smith and solace for Rawlings.
Refreshed from the journey, Rawlings returned to her home in
rural north Florida and later wrote of it in a magazine article and a
chapter in her much-loved 1942 book Cross Creek.

Leslie Kemp Poole is an adjunct professor in the Environmental Studies Department
at Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida, and a Ph .D. candidate in United States
History at the University of Florida. Her dissertation, under the supervision of
Dr. Jack E. Davis, examines women and the dynamics of gender in the history of
the environmental movement in Florida. She is a former newspaper reporter for
several Florida papers including the Orlando Sentinel where she wrote an awardwinning series on the environment and growth management.
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Seventy-four years later, that journey was retraced and
discovered anew by a movie crew-and the film's audiences- who
_viewed it from the lens of new concerns about the river's health and
Florida's environmental crises. Following the narrative offered by
Rawlings, one of Florida's most acclaimed authors, and contrasting
it with a modern viewpoint and experience of the 310-mile river,
the film merged the real and imagined in an effort to create a
discourse about the past and the future.
Film and documentaries are frequent and important mediums
for bringing history to the public's attention. In History on Film/
Film on History (2006), Robert A. Rosenstone argues that history
on the page and on the screen are similar in their reference to
"actual events, moments, and movements from the past" while also
partaking of the "unreal and the fictional" since both are created
"out of sets of conventions" that suit their human makers. Films can
be important conveyors of history, he states, and deserve a place in
the field. 1 The Rawlings film was a hybrid in many ways: it included
words from her works, archival film footage and photographs from
her life, interviews with people who knew her, and new photography
of the river today and the people found on it.
In Marjorie's Wake is a documentary that works on several levels:
as a travelogue about the St. Johns River, as a salute to author
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings and as a meditation on Florida's past and
future," wrote Orlando Sentinel television reviewer Hal Boedeker. 2
The documentary, which debuted in 2007, was the culmination
of five years of planning, filming, and fund-raising by the board
and volunteers of Equinox Documentaries, Inc., a small, nonprofit group located in Orlando, Florida. The dedicated board was
composed of avid environmentalists whose fields, ranging from law
to writing to filmmaking, merged together to bring the project to

1.

2.
. ... '·

Robert A. Rosenstone, History on Film/ Film on H istory (Harlow, UK: Pearso
n
Education Limited, 2006), 1-2. For more discussion about history and film, see
Robert Brent Toplin, H istory by Hollywood: The Use and Abuse of the American Past
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996); Bill ichols, "History, Myth, and
Narrative in Documentary," Film Quarterly, 41:1 (Autumn, 1987), 9-20; B. Ruby
Rich , "Documentary Disciplines: An Introduction," Cinema Journal 46:1 (Fall
2006), 108-115; and Dirk Eitzen, "When Is a Documentary?: Documentary as a
Mode of Reception," Cinema]oumal, 35:1 (Autumn, 1995) , 81-102.
Hal Boedeker, 'Journey into Florida's past with 'Yearling' author
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings," South Florida Sun Sentine~ April 17, 2008,
accessed April 24, 2008,
http: / / Sun-sentinel.com/ features/ lifestyle/ sfltvmarjoriesbapr17,0,979005.story.
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At a morning stop on the docks in Sanford, Florida, Tom Postel, Videographer,
films Leslie Kemp Poole and Jennifer Chase as they interview Tommy Vincent, a
local newspaper photographer, about his experiences on the river. Image courtesy of
Bill Randolph, Photo-j-Images.

fruition. All were Rawlings fans; none had ever been involved in
a project as large and complicated as this, particularly in raising
the $166,000 needed for production costs. The money came
from foundations, grants, and individual donors-most of whom
openly shared their love of Florida and Rawlings. "The Lastinger
Family Foundation decided to support In Marjorie's Wake because it
promised to be a beautiful blend of historical and environmental
preservation presented through the St. Johns River adventures of
one of America's most well-known authors," said Allen Lastinger.
"And we were thrilled with the final product." 3
The film's consideration of Florida's past and future came
at a critical time as the state faced its future in the first decade
of the twenty-first century. With an estimated weekly population
increase of at least 6,000 people during the past 62 years, the
state's population by 2009 reached more than 18 million people.
Although the state experienced its first population decline since
World War II that same year, the 58,000 people driven away by a
3.

Bob Giguere e-mail to author, September 26, 2011; Allen Lastinger e-mail to
author,January 18, 2008.
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tough economy was still a blip in the last century's growth. Many
predicted that Florida could have as many as 4 7 million residents
by 2050, leading to greater demands on natural resources. 4 Of
the state's current residents, only one-third were native born,
meaning that future battles about water, land use and funding will
be decided by people who may consider other areas of the United
States-or other countries-their true homes. 5 As St. Petersburg
Times columnist Howard Troxler noted, "In the past few decades,
as Florida's population exploded, we built a state of strangers." 6
How those "newcomers" experience the state is often colored
by how they envision it before crossing its borders. From the time
of the Spanish explorers to early naturalists to modern tourists,
people have flocked to Florida in quests of their dreams. Granted,
the conquistadors never found their sought-after riches but
many others came to appreciate Florida as an Edenic paradise
of subtropical beauty found nowhere else in the world. "From its
founding as an imperial outpost to its modern identity as a tourist
empire, Florida has evoked contrasting and compelling images
of the sacred and profane: a Fountain of Youth and a Garden of
Earthly Delights, a miasmic hellhole and scuzzy wasteland," wrote
historian Gary Mormino. In his opinion, "A powerful symbol of
renewal and regeneration, Florida's dreamscape constantly shifts.
Where once the land and climate were sufficiently inspiring
to bewitch artists and travelers, now gated condominiums,
age-restricted communities, and theme parks constitute that
firmament." 7
4.

5.

6.
7.

,..•.

}

~-·.:~

Mark Derr, Some Kind ofParadise: A Chronicle of Man and the Land in Florida (New
York: William Morrow & Company, Inc., 1989), 339; Raymond A. Mohl and
Gary R. Mormino, "The Big Change in the Sunshine State: A Social History of
Modern Florida," in The New H istory ofFlorida, ed. Michael Gannon (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 1996), 425; "Florida Population Drop is First in 63
Years," AOL News, August 17, 2009, accessed October 3, 2009, n.a.?, http:/ I
news.aol.com/ article/ florida-population-drop-is-first-in-63/ 625955.
Howard Troxler, "A Wish That Floridians Demand Only the Very Best," St.
Petersburg Times, January 2, 2002, http:/ / www.sptimes.com/ 2002 / 01 / 01 /
news_pf/ Columns/ A_wish_that_F .... (accessed February 14, 2008).
Ibid.
Gary Mormino, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams: A Social History of Modern
Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005), 2-3. For additional
Florida histories that explore attitudes about the state, see Gannon, ed., The
New History ofFlorida; Derr, Some Kind of Paradise; John Rothchild, Up For Grabs:
A Trip Through Time and Space in the Sunshine State ( ew York: Viking Penguin
Inc., 1985); David Nolan, Fifty Feet in Paradise: TheBoomingofFlorida (San Diego
and New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1984).
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Ironically, the state has suffered mightily from these imaginings.
Booming tourism, suburban growth, and demand on natural
resources that swelled in the decades after World War II brought
the state into a crisis mode, leaving many worrying if there will be
enough water in the next few decades to satisfy millions of residents
as well as the state's unique flora and fauna. Although Florida's
image has been tarnished repeatedly by land booms, busts, and
scandals, it alternatively has been reinvented by contemporary
media as a modern world of wealth , fast living, and pastel-dad
police detectives who drive fast cars and racing boats. 8 Some
believe that it is imperative that Floridians learn the intricate truth
about the state's fragile natural systems before it all disappears into
an endless cookie cutter urban landscape that Miami novelist Carl
Hiaasen has likened to "Newark with palm trees." 9
Alarms about Florida's headlong conflict between growth and
nature have been raised by the state's environmental community
for decades in many public places and spaces. Although the written
word and news articles are invaluable ways to inform the public, in
the world of nature one of the most effective means of reaching an
audience is through visual media. That nature films are very popular
with audiences is evident in the number of shows and cable television
channels dedicated to that genre. Movies about animals have even
drawn millions of people to the cinema, as evidenced in the 2005
documentary March of the Penguins. The film , which shows the travails
of life for Emperor penguins in the Antarctic, became one of the
highest grossing films of the year, proving that people are willing to
pay for nature-based shows that alternately entertain and inform. 10
Equinox Documentaries produced In Marjorie 's Wake as part of its
continuing belief that film projects about nature will attract such
audiences and, in the process, educate Floridians about the state's
fragile ecosystems. The greater hope was that it would continue the
organization's mission to impart a sense of place that may reshape
armchair enthusiasts into environmental activists.U
8.

9.
10.

11.

Alison Meek, "Murder and Mayhem: Miami Vice 's role in Restoring Miami 's
Image." Paper presented at the Popular Culture Association/ American Cultural
Association National Conference, New Orleans, Louisiana, April 2009.
Carl Hiaasen, Tourist Season (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1986) , 24.
Elizabeth Blair, '"March of the Penguins' a Box Office Surprise," NPR Morning
Edition, October 31, 2005, accessed January 8, 2008, http: / I www.npr.org/
tern plates/ storyI story. php?storyld=4982232.
Equinox Documentaries. accessed September 22 , 2011 , http:// www.
equinoxdocumentaries.org/ about_equinox.php.
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A number of recent films have focused on Florida, including
documentaries about the St. Johns River and the imperiled
Everglades. In The River Returns, a 2005 film, scientists and
explorers are depicted traveling above, on, and below the 310-mile
St. Johns River to represent its many facets and raise concern about
its future. It is part of a series called Water's Journey that also has
examined the health and beauty of Florida's Everglades and its
spring system. 12 In early 2010, the Museum of Contemporary Art
in Jacksonville hosted a showing of nine short documentaries that
focused on people whose lives revolve around the St. Johns River,
creating a "cultural portrait" of it-an acknowledgement that the
river is important in human lives as inspiration and as income. 13
These films reflect Florida State University English professor
Anne E. Rowe's assessment that, "Perhaps in no other state have
the conflicting goals of growth and preservation from destruction
of the very natural resources that have attracted people been so
apparent as they are in Florida." The state's subtropical setting,
which has attracted filmmakers for nearly as long as the movie
industry has existed, continues to evoke "an imaginative response"
as an "enchanted country" unlike no other, she wrote. 14
As Rowe also noted in The Idea ofFlorida in the American Literary
Imagination ( 1992), the success of Rawlings' writings in Cross Creek
reflects its appeal "to anyone who has longed for the idyllic, pastoral
escape from humdrum life." 15 Rawlings' paradisiacal portrait of the
rural community and her experiences there "echoed for twentiethcentury readers those same enchanting qualities that had appealed
to Americans for so many years." 16
This idea of a simpler, bucolic Florida in an earlier time is
something many state residents craved as a rapidly increasing
population has created urban sprawl that consumed the state's
natural features in the growth boom since World War II. Most

12.

'•

·'

Water's Journey-Everglades.accessed March 7, 2011, http: //www.
theevergladesstory.org/ store/ ; Water's journey-The River Returns: Stories of
the Great St.Johns.accessed March 7, 2011, http: / / www.theriverreturns.org.
13. Steve Patterson, "River Runs Through Film Screenings Today," The Florida
Times-Union. January 9, 2010, accessed March 7, 2011 , http:/ / jacksonville.
com/ news/ metro / 2010-01-09 I storyI river runs through film screenings today.
14. Anne E. Rowe, The Idea ofFlorida in the American Literary Imagination (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 1992), 138.
15. Ibid., 112.
16. Ibid.
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residents, whether native or relocated, can recite the names offavorite
natural places that have succumbed to the bulldozer. Although
Floridians consistently rank the need for growth management as a
high priority, few believe that local and state leaders are controlling
the irreversible conversion from sand to asphalt. A recent news poll
showed that almost half of Floridians surveyed think life in the state
has worsened in the last five years and thirty-seven percent think
it will continue to diminish in the next five. Their chief concerns:
high property taxes, underperforming public schools, insurance
prices, and ineffective growth management. One-third of those
polled said they would "tell a loved one or friend not to move
to the once-vaunted Sunshine State, and one in five is seriously
considering moving elsewhere," according to the news reportY
This is not a new sentiment as Floridians since the latter part of
the twentieth century have regularly voiced their concerns about
rampant growth and voted in favor of land-purchasing programs
to preserve natural areas. The irony, then, is that the state's Edenic
beauty-or perhaps the paradisiacal idea-that has lured so many
people in the last century is now threatened by their very presence,
making the state "a victim of its allure," according to Mark Derr,
author of Some Kind of Paradise: A Chronicle of Man and the Land in
Florida ( 1989) .18
"During the past twenty years, while state politicians have
enacted legislation they claimed would protect the environment
and control growth, the state has experienced the most dramatic
population increase in its history and acceleration of a precipitous
decline in the quality of its water and the viability of its land,"
writes Derr, who believes protecting natural resources should be a
priority of state leaders and voters. "Once used up and despoiled,
it is paradise no more." 19
That, then, is the reality of Florida. But as Rawlings so eloquently
reflected in her works, the state does have a treasure chest of natural
beauty-the idyllic paradise exists and can be experienced. For
Rawlings, as with many contemporary residents, the St. Johns River
trip was a search for renewal and recreation-indeed, re-creation
17.

18.
19.

Maya Bell, "Survey Results Reveal Residents' Growing Discontent With Life in
Florida," TheOrlandoSentineUanuary 14,2008, accessed january 15,2008, http:/ I
www.orlandosentinel.com/ news/ education/ orl-lidsurvey1408jan14,0,4143967.
story.
Derr, Some Kind of Paradise, 13.
Ibid., 389.
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as she took the voyage as respite from her troubled marriage that
soon would end in divorce. It was a long way from the blissful life
she and her husband imagined when they moved to the rustic
· hamlet of Cross Creek five years earlier. 20
Rawlings and Smith 21 had become fast friends soon after the
writer and her husband Charles made the adventurous move to
Florida from Rochester, New York, to pursue the literary life. 22
The couple bought a white, wooden house flanked by orange
groves whose fruit, they hoped, would supplement their incomes
from writing. 23 They soon learned that reality was harsher than
they had imagined. Neighbors, long accustomed to growing their
own produce and hunting to sustain themselves, worried that the
young pair would not survive because their groves were in poor
shape, so they urged area resident Smith to give the couple lessons
in rural provisioning. 24 Raised in the area's dry, sandy scrublands,
the self-reliant Smith was the perfect tutor. She taught Rawlings
to fish and shoot a gun and often accompanied the couple on
fishing and camping trips, remaining friends with both of them
for many years.25 Smith was a witness as the Rawlings's marriage
crumbled: Charles was bored and wanted to pursue magazine
stories elsewhere, while Rawlings had achieved early success with
her novel South Moon Under, a tale of life in the Florida backwoods
published in 1933. 26 One spring night that year, a lonely Rawlings
and sympathetic Smith spent a night at Smith's camp at nearby
Ft. McCoy, having dinner, drinking moonshine, and talking about
getting away from the Cross Creek farm for a whileY
"Once I lost touch with the Creek," Rawlings wrote, "I had
hardships that seemed to me more than one could bear alone . I
20.
21.

22.
23.

24.
!•...

~

25.
26.
27.

Gordon E. Bigelow, Frontier Eden: The Literary Career of Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1966), 16-17.
For the purpose of this essay, Rawlings' river companion is identified as
Dessie Smith, her maiden name. During the course of her lifetime, Smith was
married many times, using several surnames. At the time of her death , she was
Dessie Prescott.
Bigelow, Frontier Eden, 4-8.
Rodger L. Tarr, ed., Max and Marjorie: The Correspondence between Maxwell E.
Perkins & Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
1999), 2.
Dessie Smith, interview by author, September 23, 2001; Heather McPherson
and Leslie Kemp Poole, "A Real Character," of The Orlando Sentinel (Florida
magazine), March 12, 1995, 11.
McPherson and Poole, "A Real Character," 10-11.
Bigelow, Frontier Eden, 16-17.
Smith, interview by author, September 23, 2001, Crystal River, Florida.

~
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loved the Creek, I loved the grove, I loved the shabby farmhouse.
Suddenly they were nothing. The difficulties were greater than the
compensations. I talked morosely with my friend Dessie." 28
Smith suggested they take a trip she had long dreamed of"down" the north-flowing St. Johns from its headwaters in Central
Florida to the Ocklawaha River, and then upriver to a landing near
Smith's camp. Late at night, buoyed by alcohol, Rawlings agreed,
and then tried to back out the next day.
"So I said, 'Marge, I've had a yen to go out on the St. Johns
from its head to where it turns off there to the Ocklawaha' and I
said, 'How about it? Wouldn't you like to do that?"' recalled Smith.
"Then the next morning it didn't seem like such a good idea, but I
wouldn't let her back down on me because I knew by that time that
she was a good cook and a fine companion, even on the hunting,
so I kept her feet to the fire." 29
While Smith set about preparing for the trip, Rawlings wrote to
her book editor, Maxwell E. Perkins:
I plan to take possibly a very foolish trip, beginning this
coming Wednesday or Thursday. Another woman-an
amazingly capable sportswoman-and I are going down
the St. John's river by rowboat with outboard motor. ..
I know that the first 100 miles at least lie through an utterly
forsaken marsh country dotted with palm islands, and I
can't help being a little afraid that false channels may
get us into trouble until the river broadens and develops
definite banks. But as a Cracker friend says, "No fool, no
fun." All this strenuous out-door stuff is new to me since
coming to Florida. I've taken to it naturally, but my chief
claim to capability in such matters lies only in being game
for anything. So wish me luck. 30
The women left on March 9 and returned nine days later,
having experienced the adventure of a lifetime. 31 They had been
lost in a marsh and found their way, dealt with a leaky boat that
Smith patched with torn strips of her shirt, camped every night,
cooked their own food (some of which Smith had shot or hooked),

28.
29.
30.
31.

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, Cross Creek (New York: Touchstone, 1996) , 354.
Smith , interview by author, September 23, 2001.
Tarr, Max and Marjorie, 95.
Tarr, Max and Marjorie, 98-99.
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and met a host of interesting people along the homeward path.
Rawlings' tale was a narrative about getting back into the current
oflife, ofre-centering one's self through a trial and appreciation of
nature and, ultimately, finding inner peace.
Rawlings wrote that she "found a forgotten loveliness in all
the things that have nothing to do with men" upon her return.
"Because I had known intimately a river, the earth pulsed under
me. The Creek was home. Oleanders were sweet past bearing,
and my own shabby fields, weed-tangled, were newly dear. I knew,
for a moment, that the only nightmare is the masochistic human
mind." 32 Six years later, her love of Florida and writing renewed,
Rawlings won the Pulitzer Prize and the admiration of the nation's
readers with The Yearling, her tale of the hardscrabble world of
Florida's scrublands.
How accurate was Rawlings' account, especially given that she
excelled at fiction? Decades later, Smith, who died in 2002, would
attest to the truthfulness of"Hyacinth Drift"-exceptfor the episode
for which the chapter is named. According to Rawlings, the two
women became lost on their first day in the marshy expanse of the
upper river. Exhausted, they beached their boat and set up camp. 33
Refreshed the next morning, Rawlings took a new look at the river
and both women realized that their path could be determined by
following hyacinths-non-native flowering plants that drift on the
river's surface and often cause navigational tangles. "Forever after,
where the river sprawled in confusion, we might shut off the motor
and study the floating hyacinths until we caught, in one direction,
a swifter pulsing, as though we put our hands close and closer to
the river's heart," she wrote. 34
It is a lovely scene, filled with romance and floating purple
flowers. But it never happened. According to Smith, who piloted
the boat, she never followed hyacinths, knowing that their path
could be influenced by winds. Instead, she crumpled up leaf debris
and released it under the water to find the river's flow. 35 Smith,
however, did not mind Rawlings' fictional account and remained
one of the author's greatest fans. "I always said Marge could
describe a magnolia and I could smell it. She was that good. "36
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

Rawlings, Cross Creek, 370.
Ibid., 358.
Ibid. , 359.
Smith, interview by author, September 23, 2001.
McPherson and Poole, "A Real Character," lO.
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Smith is featured prominently in the documentary, telling
stories about the trip. Film producers Bill Belleville and Bob
Giguere, however, chose not to use her account of the navigational
dilemma, instead featuring Rawlings' flowery-and perhaps
false-recollection. The film also digresses from the original trip
in several other ways, reflecting, in part, modern conveniences.
Rather than travel in a wooden boat, the crew used three boats,
including a houseboat where the camera and film crew slept.
Several nights were spent in borrowed homes or hotels-owing
to the fact that the river's edge is now privatized and no longer
available for spontaneous camping. Instead of relying on hyacinths
or leaf debris, the crew used CPS systems and maps to find the way
and was aided by cellular telephones and computers with wireless
internet, providing a source of contact with the outside world that
the women could never have imagined. The film also compresses
the nine-day trip into a week, although it must be noted that
Rawlings' account does not illuminate the entire nine days.
In Marjorie's Wake also pays homage to other early travelers
whose writings extolled the beauty of Florida's wild areas. Perhaps
the best picture of early Florida wildlife is found in Quaker botanist
William Bartram's account of his 1774 and 1775 excursions to the
state, recounted in his 1791 book of a lengthy title but commonly
referred to as Bartram's Travels. Journeying on the St. Johns
River in a canoe with a makeshift sail, Bartram set out to gather
botanical specimens for a wealthy British collector. Along the
way, he discovered a spiritual oneness with the land and water
he encountered. The film recounts Bartram's description of a
spring of "crystalline water" with a "paradise of fish" that seemed
to "exhibit a just representation of the peaceable and happy state
of nature which existed before the fall, yet in reality it is a mere
representation." 37 Bartram's romantic and fanciful descriptions of
some animal behaviors and his accounts of human development
along the river have been criticized as inaccurate. However, when
37.

William Bartram, The Travels of William Bartram, Mark Van Doren, ed. (New
York: Dover, 1928) , 150-51 . For more about Bartram and his trave ls see William
Bartram, Bartram s Living Legacy: The Travels and the Nature of the South, ed.
Dorinda G. Dallmeyer (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2010); Daniel
L. Schafer, William Bartram and the Ghost Plantations of British East Flo·rida
(Gainesville, University Press of Florida, 2010); Marjory Bartlett Sanger, Billy
Bartram and His Green World ( ew York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1972); Francis
Harper, ed. The Travels of William Bartram; Naturalist's Edition (Athens, GA:
University of Georgia Press, 1998).
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biologists study state landscapes, they often turn to Bartram for the
most reliable descriptions of the early Florida environment. 38
Rawlings was familiar with Bartram's work and perhaps also with
· the glowing descriptions of Florida penned by poet Sidney Lanier.
Of the Ocklawaha River, the waterway Rawlings and Smith would
take from the St. Johns to head home, Lanier had written in 1875:
The stream, which in its broader stretches reflected the sky
so perfectly that it seemed a riband of heaven bound in
lovely doublings along the breast of the land, now began to
narrow: the blue of heaven disappeared, and the green of
the overleaning trees assumed its place. The lucent current
lost all semblance of water. It was simply a distillation of
many-shaded foliages, smoothly sweeping along beneath
us. It was green trees, fluent. 39
Lanier also repeated the claims of Florida's healthful
environment, something regularly touted by tourist officials to lure
folks to the state. He wrote "consumptives are said to flourish in this
climate" and noted that there are stories of "cadaverous persons"
who, after a few weeks of living in the state, returned to "ruddy
face and portentous appetite." 40 Ironically, Lanier's trip to Florida
a year later failed to cure his fatal tuberculosis Y
Lanier was describing the lush vegetation that he encountered
along the river, but his words, in one of the state's earliest
travelogues, were meant to lure tourists. That is why railroad
interests published the book, which contains descriptions of some
parts of the river that Lanier never visited. 42 Lanier was paid $125
per month to visit Florida and produce a guidebook-no doubt
to entice folks into buying rail tickets. 43 A year later, Lanier wrote
Sketches of India-a guidebook about a country he never visited. 44
The real? The imagined? In Florida it is often hard to tell.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
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Lars Anderson, Paynes Prairie: The Great Savanna: A History and Guide (Sarasota,
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of the 1875 Edition. (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1973), 21.
Rowe, The Idea of Florida in the American Literary Imagination, 36.
Ibid. , 37.
Bill Belleville, River of Lakes: A Journey on Florida's St. johns River (Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 2000), 61.
Rowe, The Idea of Florida in the American Literary Imagination, 34.
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Rawlings, directed in large part by her New York editor Max
Perkins, recognized the appeal that rural Florida held for the
nation's readers, most of whom were unlikely to see it anywhere
but in their imaginations. She visited many of her neighbors, taking
notes about their stories of life in the scrub and studying their
vernacular style, used extensively in her books' dialogues. Although
she altered the tales culled from local residents to fit her narratives,
she often acknowledged the sources of her information. To create
the vivid bear hunting scenes in The Yearling, Rawlings listened to
Barney Dillard of Vol usia spin his yarns of the backwoods and she
borrowed the story of a young boy raising a deer from another
local resident. These methods filled her seven books including the
autobiographical Cross Creek (1942)-mostly a series of essays about
life in the small village, a cookbook using recipes she borrowed
and developed, and five novels. Two major Hollywood movies were
based on her books as well. Gregory Peck was entirely too handsome
and tall to play the father character, Penny Baxter, in The Yearling
film, but nevertheless got the role in the 1946 film that also starred
a much-too-slim Jane Wyman as his wife. The film was shot partly
in rural Florida, but the interior scenes were pure Hollywood back
lot, attempting the illusion of a wooden cabin marvelously devoid
of biting insects.
The 1983 film Cross Creek, starring Mary Steenburgen, won
mostly favorable reviews and earned four Academy Award
nominations, including nods for supporting actor and supporting
actress. Ostensibly the story of Rawlings' life, it veered from
reality by ignoring her first marriage and the fact that she came
to her grove house with her husband. 45 The frail, sweet-faced
Steenburgen hardly fit the true image of Rawlings, who was short
but stocky and could drink, hunt and curse with the best of her
backwoods neighbors. In a review for The New York Times, film critic
Janet Maslin noted that the film has some "artificiality," including
scenes in which "Marjorie apparently paints, cleans and patches"
the "ramshackle hut" on her own and that an impoverished woman
"wears a dress made from potato sacks though she still appears to
have a tidy manicure .. ."46

I

45. Janet Maslin, "Film: 'Cross,' Creek A Writer's Life. " The New York Times,
September. 21, 1983, accessed january 27, 2011 , http:/ / movies.nytimes.com/
movie/ review?res+9E06EFD81138F932A1575ACOA965948260.
46. Ibid.
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Rawlings lived to see and act as advisor to The Yearling film.
To help filmmakers with it, Rawlings made notes on a large map
of the scrub locale where she set the book, suggesting real sites,
~ including a large sinkhole and a nearby spring run, for filming her
fictional tale. Here was a true mixing of reality and imagination: a
Hollywood movie based on a work of fiction that was informed by
an actual landscape and true stories recounted by local people to
Rawlings.
Rawlings died in 1953, long before Florida's environmental
problems would become evident to all. Even so, she made
some observations in her 1942 Cross Creek that show her rising
environmental awareness. She noted that several species of wildlife
were becoming rare, including the Limpkin, a wading bird, and the
Florida panther, the latter of which is now extremely endangered.
In Cross Creek Cookery, also published in 1942, Rawlings acknowledges
that black bears, once plentiful in Florida, "are becoming scarce.
I see no reason for destroying the remaining ones, since they live so
far from any domestic clearing that they are no longer a menace,
as formerly, to stock. "47 She then admits that she has enjoyed
"thoroughly" eating bear meat and offers two recipes for it.
Also in 1942, Rawlings began to realize the "finite nature of
the resources available for human consumption" and agreed to
write an article on behalf of the U.S. Forest Service for Colliers
magazine "alerting citizens about the need to conserve lumber."
In the 1943 article, titled "Trees for Tomorrow," Rawlings railed
against the clear-cutting of southern longleaf pine forests by timber
companies, justified "at the time by the need to support the war
effort." Her response to this argument: "We are fighting today for
many valuable things. We must fight also at this critical moment to
preserve the God-given forests without which we should be helpless
atoms on a sterile earth." 48
When the Colliers article came out, Rawlings was asked by
a member of Congress to write more articles about the timber
industry. She demurred, but wrote to her second husband, Norton
Baskin, who was serving abroad in the American Field Service:
47.
48.

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, Cross Creek Cookery (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1942) , 110.
Rawlings, Cross Creek, 166-167, 243, 246; Florence Turcotte, "For this is an
Enchanted Land: Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings and the Florida Environment."
(paper presented at the annual meeting of American Society for Environmental
History, Tallahassee, FL, February. 29, 2009), 12.
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"I feel if I could be of help in such a critical matter, perhaps I ought
to. My literature is painfully likely not to be deathless, but I might
. go down in history as the gal who saved the nation's trees!" 49
Rawlings never joined the rising corps of conservation-minded
activists who worked hard to save Florida's landscape, including
local Audubon societies, garden clubs, and women's clubs. Instead,
she devoted her time to writing about the people and landscapes
that she encountered. In today's world, however, enthusiastic
readers as well as concerned environmentalists look to her
descriptions of a rural world long past for information as well as
inspiration. The author's fame also lives on in the many editions of
her works, published in numerous countries in various languages.
She also is celebrated annually at a conference held by the Marjorie
Kinnan Rawlings Society, a dedicated group of aficionados with
membership as far-flung as Japan. Organized in 1987, the group
includes a number of aging folks who remember Rawlings, often
from their childhoods. The Society aids in the publication of the
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Journal of Florida Literature, which offers
academic articles, poetry, fiction, and reviews "in the spirit of or
regarding the life and work" of Rawlings. The group's website also
offers teaching and internet resources. 50
That Rawlings' home has become a park is another sign of
her continuing popularity. The Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings State
Historical Site, part of the Florida Park Service, features her
airy, Cracker-style wooden home and grounds where visitors can
imagine the author at work and play. A manual typewriter sits on
a screened porch, the spot where Rawlings often wrote, her typing
audible to neighboring homes. Ducks and chickens roam the area
near a rebuilt barn and a large magnolia tree is still visible from her
kitchen window. Rangers dressed in clothing reminiscent of the
1930s offer regular tours and during certain times of the year, fire
up Rawlings' kitchen and follow her recipes. In 2007, the property
was designated a National Historic Landmark, and a year later,
Rawlings was featured in a commemorative stamp by the U.S. Postal
Service. In 2009 the author was honored as a "First Floridian" by
the state's governor. 51
49.
50.
51.

Rwlings, Cross Creek, 12.
The Maijorie Kinnan Rawlings Society. accessed January 27, 2011, http:/ I
rawlingssociety.org/ society.h tml.
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Historic State Park accessed January 27, 2011,.
http: / / www.floridastateparks.org/ MaijorieKinnanRawlings/ .
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Five decades after her death, Rawlings still attracts people to
the small town of Cross Creek. For many Floridians, her writing
and tales of rural life strike a deep chord. As the documentary trip
progressed down river, its filmmakers regularly met people who
not only were familiar with Rawlings' work, but also identified
themselves as fans. Many were native-born Floridians who loved the
river and natural areas that the author described in her eloquently
dreamy prose. Others flocked to her home in search of the rapidly
disappearing Florida created before air conditioning, mosquito
control and interstate highways. As historian Mormino notes, the
architectural style of the Rawlings' home developed as a necessity to
deal with the peninsula's "alternating seasons of heaven and hell." 52
Residents once "adapted their lives to the heat" but this changed
dramatically in the second half of the twentieth century with the
advent of air-conditioning technology and rising prosperity that
allowed Floridians to buy it. 53
Climate-controlled homes also may add to the increasing
amount of time Floridians spend indoors, losing contact with the
natural lands that drew them to the state. It is a condition afflicting
Americans everywhere, particularly younger generations that are
estranged from nature, living sedentary lives in front of televisions
and computers in suburban neighborhoods where little green
space is available. Author Richard Louv has labeled this condition
"nature-deficit disorder," which he says can have deleterious mental
and physical effects. His remedy: more time in the outdoors. 54
Residents with sedentary lifestyles and little experience in the
open air are unlikely to appreciate the difference between a real and
imagined Florida. The odds of understanding or loving the state's
natural systems dim as their environments center more on modern
technology than on the great outdoors. This reality is not lost on
Lynn Curtis Koehnemann, an adjunct professor at Gulf Coast State
College and Chipola College in the Panama City, Florida, area.
In her online "Florida Geography" class, Koehnemann's students
are required to watch In Marjorie's Wake, which serves as a virtual
field trip into a natural setting. She reports that for these students,
many of whom come from mobile military families stationed at

52.
53.
54.

Mormino, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams, 234-35.
Ibid., 235-37.
Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children From Nature-Deficit
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An Ibis catches his breakfast in the early hours along the St. Johns River. Image
courtesy of Bill Randolph, Photo-j-Images.

nearby facilities, Rawlings helps impart a much-needed sense of
place. "It's a good way to introduce them to Florida history and the
Florida environment to make them care about it," Koehnemann
said, adding that Rawlings's works are fine descriptions of "natural
Florida and native Florida. She has always been special to me in
that way. "55
These are issues that concern many state environmentalists
as well as Bill Belleville, co-founder of Equinox Documentaries.
Belleville is an award-winning Sanford, Florida, author who has
written extensively about Florida's natural systems, including
a book about the St. Johns River. He also has recounted how
unchecked growth eventually made him leave his beloved wooden
house that resembled Rawlings' Cross Creek home. In Losing It All
To Sprawl: How Progress Ate My Cracker Landscape (2006) , Belleville
noted the toll that haphazard growth has taken: average regional
driving commutes have grown to 54.2 miles per day, which means
more fuel spent, higher costs, "more land paved, more pollution
emitted. "56
55.
56.

Lynn Curtis Koehnemann, telephone interview by author, February 3, 2011.
Bill Belleville, Losing It All To Sprawl: How Progress Ate My Cracker Landscape
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 2006), 128.
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of marine life, including many types of fish and a family of
otters. Here was Bartram's "inchanting (sic) and amazing crystal
_fountain" 65 that he described in an eloquent language that would
inspire several European poets:
This amazing and delightful scene, though real, appears
at first but as a piece of excellent painting; there seems no
medium; you imagine the picture to be within a few inches of
your eyes, and that you may without the least difficulty touch
any one of the fish, or put your finger upon the crocodile's
eye, when it really is twenty or thirty feet under water. 66
There are serious concerns that this spring, along with many
like it in the state, may not be able to withstand the growth
pressures that have dramatically changed Florida's environmental
complexion in the last century. Most of the majestic longleaf pine
ecosystem that once carpeted the state is gone , a victim of old
lumber practices that did not call for replanting the slow-growing
trees. Gone also are half of the wetlands that were drained to create
"improved" lands. 67 Springs also are in trouble, showing increasing
numbers of pollutants in their waters, but they may be in greater
danger from humans who will be looking for more water resources
to serve the insatiable thirst of rapidly expanding populaces.
Conflict already has erupted between communities and counties
that border the St. Johns River-now eyed as the future source of
water once underground supplies are depleted or dirtied. Seven
Central Florida counties, which collectively grew from a population
of 3 million in 2000 to 3.6 million in 2008, are facing a water crisis
in the next five years and are now looking at siphoning millions of
gallons of water from the river. 68 That has upset many municipalities
along the lower river, including the Jacksonville metropolis, which
may be left with a waterway that is saltier and carries less volume,
affecting flora and fauna and industries that depend on them. 69
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Concerns about pressures on Florida's water supplies and
ecosystems are not new. In 1929, botanist John Kunkel Small
warned about an impending crisis in From Eden to Sahara: Florida s
Tragedy, a book whose title says it all. While change is a natural
process that typically moves in a slow, orderly, and constructive
style, "man's methods are crude and rapid, and result in great
disorder," Small noted. "This is indicative of Florida's tomorrow.
Yesterday a botanical paradise! Tomorrow, the desert!" 70
Near its end, the film journey turns up the Ocklawaha River, a
narrow, winding waterway through a jungle-like hardwood forest.
The two women had boated this way to a landing near Smith's
cabin, but today that voyage is impossible to accomplish because
of a dam erected in the 1960s as part of the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers' ill-advised plan to dig the Cross-Florida Barge Canal
across north Florida. The canal project, begun in 1964 and touted
as a means to create safe shipping of goods across the state, was
designed to connect the Atlantic Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico,
using the Ocklawaha River as part of its path. To accomplish this,
the Corps built many man-made structures, including the dam,
which destroyed sixteen miles of the river and flooded 9,000 acres
of riverine forest. River lovers, however, rose up in opposition
to the project and soon were joined by many academics and
environmentalists in arguing that the project would damage the
area's water supplies and natural habitats. Mter their coalition,
organized as the Florida Defenders of the Environment (FDE),
filed a federal lawsuit, President Richard M. Nixon in 1971 halted
the canal construction, the first time a grassroots uprising had
stopped a massive public works project in the United States.
Activists, particularly the Gainesville-based FDE, immediately began
pressing to remove the dam and restore the Ocklawaha River, but
to date have been unsuccessful in that effort. 71
70. John Kunkel Small, From Eden to Sahara: Florida's Tragedy (Sanford, FL.:
Seminole Soil and Water Conservation District, 2004), 62.
71. Florida Defenders of the Environment. "The Case for Restoring the FreeFlowing Ocklawaha River: Section 1," accessed September 22, 2008, http: / I
www.fladefenders.org/ publications/ CaseForRestorationSect1.html. For the
history of the Cross-Florida Barge Canal see Steven Noll and David Tegeder,
Ditch of Dreams: The Cross Florida Barge Canal and the Struggle for Florida's Future
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2009); Nelson Blake, Land into
Water - Water into Land: A History of Water Management in Florida (Tallahassee:
University Presses of Florida, 1980); Luther J. Carter, The Florida Experience:
Land and water policy in a growth state (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
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Stopping at the dam, cameras at the top of the structure filmed
the devastation beyond its concrete walls-a huge ghostly reservoir
_devoid of any signs of life or the recreational boaters that business
types claim make the reservoir vital to the local economy. What had
begun as Lanier's "distillation of many-shaded foliages" ended up
a nightmare, illustrating the analysis of author John McPhee who
writes that conservationists abhor dams, perhaps because "rivers
are the ultimate metaphors of existence, and dams destroy rivers.
Humiliating nature, a dam is evil-placed and solid." 72 Engineers
had perceived the project to be a modern paradise-a shipping
channel across the state-but instead it became an environmental
boondoggle, a technological testimony to the shortsightedness of
exploitation of nature in the name of imagined profits.
Mter shooting ended, forty-four hours of film were edited to
fifty-five minutes for the documentary. Some of that extra footage
will be available through internet use on the Equinox website as
part of "Online Equinox Adventures," an interactive educational
curriculum initiative now in development. In the meantime, the
film has finished its PBS run but can be seen at occasional special
events. The DVD, available through Equinox, has been obtained by
a number of schools and libraries for educational uses as well. With
these uses, Giguere says, the film may continue to start Floridians
upon the path to finding a sense of place and an appreciation
of the state's natural features and the art, music, and literature
inspired by them. 73
Many wonder whether the project will backfire, speculating
that a film extolling the beauty of the river may draw too many
people to its waters, clogging it with boat traffic, noise, debris, and
pollution. Perhaps the same argument could be made of Rawlings'
works-that they added to the literature that praised the state's
natural beauty and ultimately lured people to visit or relocate. It
may be ironic, but that is a possibility the filmmakers were willing
to take, intending that the film will inspire preservation efforts
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or, at the very least, propel viewers to take a trip on the St. Johns,
read Rawlings ' books, or simply get out of doors and look at nature
anew. 74
Hopefully, future generations will find a way do all of this while
living out Rawlings' vision: "It seems to me that the earth may be
borrowed but not bought. It may be used, but not owned. It gives
itself in response to love and tending, offers its seasonal flowering
and fruiting. But we are tenants and not possessors, lovers and not
masters. "75 Rawlings found a way to convey the loveliness of Florida
through her exquisite words and In Marjorie's Wake now seeks to
do the same for a modern generation , melding literature and
history with the medium of documentary film to illuminate and
motivate. The real and the imagined Florida join together on the
screen in an effort to create a much-needed discourse about the
state's environment-past, present, and future. As the film shows,
the voyage ahead may be winding and often difficult to navigate,
but the beauty to be found there makes it necessary and well worth
taking.

74. Ibid.
75. Rawlings, Cross Creek, 380.
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